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TONIGHT'S PLAY 
The theatre which was born in the fifth century B.C. in Athens died 
ingloriously with pagan Rome. Not until the ninth century, within the 
Church of Northern Europe, was the theatre born again: in a short scene, 
interpolated into the liturgy, of the three Marys seeking the body of Christ 
at the tomb. Gradually, other bits of mimesis were added to the liturgy, 
for the purpose of making explicit and vivid the events of the Bible in order 
to strengthen "faith in the unlearned vulgar and in the neophytes" and "to 
dispel completely the sluggish indifference of the faithful." 
Liturgical drama so increased in length and in elaborate staging that, in 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, it moved from the Church to become 
the "mystery" play presented as a communal undertaking by crafts, guilds, 
and confreries. It included, at last, the whole sweep of Biblical events from 
the creation of the world to the last judgment. (One such play consisted of 
61,968 lines and required performances on successive Sundays for seven 
months for its completion.) Staging became increasingly realistic. We know 
of a 120-foot-long stage, with a sea provided for the Ark to float upon and a 
reservoir to hold the water for the Deluge; stage tricks provided for the 
return of the dove to the Ark, the miraculous flowering of vines, the cutting 
off of heads in scenes of execution-all this in addition to a cast of 317. 
A check to the sprawling extravagance of the mystery play was the taste 
for allegory which followed upon Guillaume de Lorris' Roman de la Rose 
( 1236), one of the most widely read books of the Middle Ages. Allegorical 
characters made their way into the mystery play. A play in 1378 presented 
the contest between the seven deadly sins and the seven virtues for the soul 
of man. In the Coventry Cycle (1400-1430), Contemplation, Truth, Justice, 
Peace, and Death appeared. Eventually, there developed a purely allegori-
cal drama-the morality play. In the 1410 play, The Pride of Life, the King 
of Life is slain by Death, to be restored by the intercession of the Virgin. 
The Castle of Perseverance ( 1400-1440), long and ponderous under the in-
fluence of the mystery play, shows humanum genus, placed between his 
good and bad angels, taking refuge in the Castle with the Christian virtues. 
Seduced by Covetousness, he is saved before his death by Peace and Mercy. 
, 
Everyman, at the end of the fifteenth century, not only attains a concise 
form which the previous moralities lack, but also presents, for the first time 
in the medieval theatre, the representative man of the Middle Ages creating 
his own destiny. The relation between joy and suffering, between life and 
death, is once more demonstrated, as it was in the tragedies of Sophocles. In 
Everyman the duality of flesh and spirit which had tortured the early 
medieval mind was at last reconciled, and the multiple phases of reality 
which had been explored in the mystery play were reduced to a communi-
cable symbol, whose simplicity, based upon the law of life as he had learned 
it in the Church, touched the mind and heart of every man. 
